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A. Background of Study 
Some experts of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) argued that language 
will be better acquired when the language learners are being engaged in a 
contextual situation where learners can use the language. This thinking leads to 
the emergence of communicative approaches. Communicative approach has two 
sub-approaches (Brown, 56:2015). The first one is general approach, and the other 
one is specific approach. The general communicative approach focuses on the 
basic knowledge and skills of the target language, and it is applicable for various 
settings. Meanwhile, the specific approach refers to the certain approaches of 
language instructions for certain purposes and they are only applicable in certain 
contexts. One of the examples of specific communicative approach is Language 
for Specific Purposes (LSP) or commonly addressed as English for Specific 
Purposes (ESP) in ELT. This branch of specific communicative approach targets 
those language learners whose fields of study are non-English.  
 The reason why communicative approach are divided into two sub-
approaches is because of the language instructions for each sub-approach is 
different. In ELT context, the approaches employed for regular English 
instructions in lower-level schools are mostly general approach. This is because 
general approach instructions include grammar, structures, and broad vocabulary 
of English. However, such instructions do not occur in classrooms where specific 
approach is applied. In specific approach, instructions are strongly determined by 
things such as age, purposes, institutions, even sociopolitical and sociocultural 
constraints (Brown, 57:2015). The focus is broader than general approach, in 
terms of the goal of learning, vocabulary choices, techniques used, and so on. 
Meanwhile, specific approach is mostly implemented in university, in ESP 
program, where the goal of learning is to get the learners be able to use the 





 Despite of the differences in the instructions, the implementation of 
specific approach in the classroom is far from the principles, especially for ESP 
program. This is because the instructors and the educational instances may be 
facing some problems in the practice, in which they have to shift the ESP 
instructions. The problems may emerge from various factors. These factors may 
lead to the unsuccessfulness of ESP implementation in the classrooms. 
Therefore, this conceptual paper is intended for ESP instructors and 
educational instances, to share ideas related the principles to follow in conducting 
specific communicative approach, especially for specific approach such as ESP 
(English for Specific Purposes). 
B. Focus of Study 
The focuses of the current study are to share: (1) ideas of problems occurring in 
ESP classes for non-English learners which obstacle the implementation of ESP 
program, and (2) some principles in teaching ESP to non-English department 
learners which are generated from the problems occurred. 
 
C. Purpose of Study 
The followings are the purposes of the current study: 
1. To explain about the problems and obstacles that learners experience in ESP 
classes. 




PRINCIPLES OF TEACHING ESP FOR LEARNERS  
OF NON-ENGLISH DEPARTMENTS 
 
A. English for Specific Purposes (ESP) 
Back in the 19
th
 century, people from English speaking countries started to 
travel around the world for gold, glory and gospel. Yet, they thought that language 
had become a barrier in successfully launching their mission. Thus, the thought of 
teaching English for specific purpose emerged. The emergence of educational 
psychology, which focused more on who to teach instead of what to teach, and a 
revolution in linguistics were also became the factors of the emergence of ESP 
(Hutchinson & Waters, 1987). All the three factors led instructors and linguists to 
have more specific approach in English instructions. 
In recent studies, Kiran (2013) mentioned ESP as an umbrella term covering a 
wide range of interests and student centered learning. Ahmed (2014) also referred 
ESP to the teaching and learning of English as a second or foreign language, 
where the goal of the learners is to use English in a particular domain. In line with 
Ahmed, Chang (2009) and Tsao (2011, in Tabatabaei & Mokhtari, 2014) stated 
that ESP courses are taught at universities in order to meet learners' specific 
needs, and prepare them for academic and vocational contexts in future. So, ESP 
is commonly taught in higher-level education instances rather than in lower-level 
schools because the purpose of ESP is to teach English to the learners in a 
narrower spectrum based on what learners need to learn for their future career. For 
example, learners of Biology department will have a different need compared to 
learners of Management department. They will need more scientific vocabulary 
choices and how to use them in scientific papers or researches whilst the 
Management learners will need terms related to marketing, etc. This explains the 
term “specific” or “special” as Halliday, Mackintosh and Strevens referred it as 






B. Characteristics of ESP 
Teaching English for Specific Purposes is quite different than teaching English 
for General Purposes (EGP). Strevens (1988, in Otilia, 2015) proposed that there 
are three absolute characteristics which strongly differ ESP with EGP, namely: (1) 
ESP is designed to meet specific needs of the learners, (2) ESP is related to 
content (particular description, occupations and activities), (3) ESP is centered on 
the language appropriate to those activities in syntax, lexis, discourse, semantics, 
etc. In this case, Dudley-Evans et al (1998) and Strevens stated some additional 
characteristics of ESP: (1) ESP is likely to be designed for adult learners, either at 
a tertiary level institution or in a professional work situation but it could be used 
for learners at secondary school level, (2) ESP is generally designed for 
intermediate or advanced learners, (3) Most ESP courses assume basic knowledge 
of the language system, but it can be used with beginners. 
From the characteristics given, it can be perceived that how much different 
ESP is from EGP in terms of the kinds of learners, the goal of learning, and how 
the instructions are carried out. The important thing is that, many of ESP courses 
assume the learners have already understood the basic knowledge of English. 
Therefore, instructors are strongly advised to teach the parts where the learners 
still need to dig deeper. Things like specific terms and specific contexts for 
communicative purposes are obligatory to be taught in ESP. 
C. Why do we need ESP? 
Referring to the background of ESP emergence, one of the reasons why ESP 
was needed was because the people thought language was a barrier and there was 
an urge to have across language communication. Today, in the era of technology 
and information, the urge still exists and gets even greater. For example, a learner 
needs to pursue better education related to his or her field of study and it is only 
available by learning abroad then English will be greatly required. Another reason 
of why ESP is needed is because language learners need specific English for 





where English is used. In addition, this is also because in EGP, communicative 
use of English has often been neglected. Learners are mostly taught how to use 
the language in general contexts such as how to apologize in general transactional 
and interpersonal context, rather than the communication occurs between a doctor 
and his patient. 
D. Principles of ESP Implementation 
In teaching ESP to higher level learners, it is not as easy as instructors 
thought it would be. In many cases, ESP instructors are required to change their 
course outlines from ESP approach into a more similar approach to EGP. This 
occurrence is common to non-English department learners. Such occurrence leads 
to a not well-implemented ESP unless the three factors affecting ESP 
implementation are minimized.  
The three factors which affect the implementation of ESP can emerge either 
from the learners‟ side, instructors‟ side or even from the facility. Most of the 
time, at least two or three of these factors are inevitable in ESP practices. Thus, in 
implementing ESP, instructors and educational instances should follow the 
principles of ESP implementation. The principles of ESP implementation are 
generated from the problems of each factor, which will be explained as follows. 
1. Principles for Learners’ Factors 
Learners‟ factors are the problems which emerge from the learners 
themselves and these issues have a great role in the successfulness or 
unsuccessfulness of the teaching and learning process of ESP. 
The first problem is learners‟ lack of proficiency. Many people may think 
that university learners have acquired good English competence. However, in 
reality, learners from university still face difficulty in learning English during 
the process of ESP teaching and learning because they do not have sufficient 
competence in English. This problem occurs either because they do not like 





From the first factor, instructors have to create meaningful ESP instructions 
where learners can engage in various activities without leading them to 
believe that ESP is all about tasks, but a fun way to use English as a mean of 
communication. 
In addition to the previous problem, learners also have difficulty in 
learning ESP during the lesson because they find it very different between 
their L1 and English. For Indonesian learners, English is syntactically 
different. For example, In Bahasa Indonesia, they do not have „to be‟ 
preceding and „-ing- form following verbs in order to show an activity in 
progress, so it is a brand new structure for the learners compared to that of 
Bahasa Indonesia. As for this occurrence, instructors should follow the 
principle of reducing grammar-focused instructions, grammar should be 
taught in context. Explaining grammar not in context will only lead the 
learners to think twice to use the language.  
The third problem is that learners have lack of English vocabulary. As 
opposed to EGP, ESP provides more specific terms than EGP. This is why 
learners need the help of dictionary to aid them during the lesson. The 
principle is that ESP instructors should oblige the learners to bring a 
dictionary every time they go to class. However, not every student has the 
skill to use dictionary right. Conventional dictionaries may be very useful, 
only if they know how to use it. Most learners, however, only look up the 
words they want to find in the dictionary without even considering the 
context of the meaning. Hence it is not a surprised if they do not understand 
the main ideas of a text. A language learner needs to see the use of the word 
in context. For example, the word „book‟ can have different meanings when it 
is used. However, conventional dictionaries lacks of this facility. Therefore, 
ESP instructors can also persuade their learners to start installing dictionary 
software on their pc or laptop as an additional aid. Learners can also be taught 
to use Corpora, a software that is available online and offline to aid them in 





The fourth problem is that, learners have difficulties because not 
everyone in the university entering a particular department because of their 





they will face a lot of problems related to the specific terms of the subject. In 
this case, to prevent them to feel left out and help all learners learn ESP 
equally, instructors and educational instances have to follow the principle of 
having ESP in the later semester, not in the beginning of the term. However, 
this principle can be difficult if the instructors do not have the authority to do 
so. 
The fifth problem is learners‟ lack of motivation. This factor has always 
been an inevitable problem which learners have to face. It may occur either 
related to the learners‟ intrinsic motivation or extrinsic motivation. As for 
intrinsic motivation, the learners may not see any benefit from the teaching 
and learning process of ESP. They may think that English is not really 
important towards their future career. Then, in this case, ESP instructors need 
to ensure the learners by letting them know the importance of English for 
their career, for example, instead of going straight to the lesson in every 
meeting. Mai (2016) and Unal (2014) suggested that students should try 
looking for a part-time job that requires the use of English so that they can be 
motivated to learn more. As for extrinsic motivation, it can emerge from the 
instructor‟ sides or the facilities and they will be discussed further in 
respective points.  
The sixth problem is that learners mostly feel bored during the reading 
session, especially reading pages after pages and they are served in English. 
There are too many words to read, especially when learners do not consider 
reading as a habit. Most learners may have difficulty in reading because they 
have been using the wrong reading strategy. They tend to feel that they need 
to know the meaning of every single word in the text, instead of looking for 
the main ideas of the text. At this point, the learners will get bored, and 





meaningful. Therefore, instructors are now being persuaded to use computers 
or other technologies in order to improve the learners‟ reading interest. They 
can be reading online or reading video transcript, where they can also 
perceive the pictures.  
The last problem in learners‟ factor is that they have low self to language 
production. They feel afraid and intimidated as they are being asked 
something about which they do not know. In this case, an ESP instructor 
should make benefits of the large class learners to make small group 
discussions. They need to have peer assessment, so that instead of going to 
the front of the class, learners may be assessed from their seat 
2. Principles for Instructor’s Problems 
Instructors‟ problems are the issues with which ESP instructors have to 
deal. In many cases, the Instructors have already met the first criteria, which 
are having sufficient knowledge regarding English language and how to teach 
it. However, there are inevitable things that may occur during the practice.  
The first problem faced by ESP instructors is the difficulties in selecting 
materials (Rus & Medea, 2012). This is because there are not many course 
materials which are able to support the learning process of ESP learners. 
Some educational instances try to adopt and adapt some existing course 
materials yet not all the existing books are sufficient in terms of language use, 
and the specific terms to provide learners with the knowledge they need. 
Many of them were produced in the 1960s, so they are not appropriate with 
the recent use of language anymore. For example, books for learners of flight 
schools use words like steward and stewardess instead of flight attendant. 
Therefore, due to the lack of good and appropriate books or course materials 
in ESP classrooms, instructors are strongly advised to follow the principle of 






The second problem is related to the instructors‟ skills, that they are lack 
of specialists‟ knowledge. Many ESP instructors are English-department 
graduates (Duyen, 2914), so they may not have deeper knowledge on the 
respective subjects. Therefore, it can be hard sometimes when they want to 
relate English with a particular subject. Specific terms can also be a problem 
for the instructors. For example, the word “mass” may mean differently in 
English for Physics Department and in general English. Therefore, the 
instructors are advised to ask their collegians and discuss the problems in a 
kind of ESP instructors‟ association. 
The third problem is almost similar to the previous one that is the lack of 
special training for ESP instructors. In some instances, although during ESP 
class, each skill (listening, reading, speaking and writing) has different 
instructor, they still need to be trained on how to teach the learners of ESP.  
ESP instructors have to gather and learn from each other. This is in line with 
Sierocka (2008) who argued that ESP instructors must have knowledge on 
their teaching content and show interest on the discipline. They should also 
cooperate with subject specialists in order to teach better ESP to the learners 
(Mai, 2016). 
The fourth problem emerges as many instructors are still confused on the 
differences between teaching ESP and teaching EGP (English for General 
Purposes) in terms of the objectives, materials, and approaches. For 
objectives, ESP is focused more on how to use the language in real life 
contexts based on particular fields of study. Whilst EGP focuses more on 
teaching the general knowledge of English, the structures, general 
vocabulary, etc. Therefore, following the principle of conducting a need 
analysis on the learners to understand more about what they need (Andriani, 
2014) especially when designing a course materials and the use of specific 
approaches for the learners are strongly advised.  
All of the confusion and lack of training also lead to another problem 





This is because the instructors tend to end up teaching grammar rather than 
blending them with other skills or activities. Therefore, the instructors have to 
update the methods regularly by reducing grammar-focused learning, by 
integrating grammar and vocabulary into texts or activities, or implementing 
alternative assessment as Kavaliauskiene and Anusiene (2007) suggested, 
may boost the students‟ motivation in learning.   
3. Principles for Facility Factor 
Facility factor deals with the problems which neither the learners nor 
instructors have the authority to change. The first problem in facility factor is 
the lack of good qualified books in the market for ESP program. Gatehouse 
(2001) added that this is because many ESP instructors are not provided with 
ample of time to conduct need analysis so that they are unable to produce 
good books. This problem can be resolved by giving having a group of ESP 
instructors of the same fieldwork to work together making their own books 
and course materials.  
The second problem is that ESP classroom is not too different than any 
other subject classes, which consists of 40-60 learners in one big room. This 
kind of class is too overcrowded for the learners to gain maximum learning 
process. Instructors will also have difficulty in taking control of the learners 
at once. In this case, instructors may not have any authority to change the 
classroom system. However, it is strongly advised for the respective instances 
to have the limit of 20-30 learners in one class (Mai, 2016). 
The last problem is time restriction. Some ESP learners felt that the ESP 
course credits weren‟t enough for them to excel in the language use (Boniadi, 
et al., 2013). Such limited time of ESP program is not suitable for the 
standard language learning for specific purposes In many instances, ESP is 
only allowed for two meetings per week. The authority may need to change 
the schedule based on the principle that is to have ESP broken down into four 





not be done in only one semester; the authority should at least have ESP in 2 
semesters in a row. For instances, in the first semester, the skills taught for 
ESP are only reading, speaking, and listening and the second semester, the 
skills taught are speaking, writing, and listening. In a week, there are four 
meetings, reading is taught twice a week, whilst the others once a week. 
However, if it is not possible to be conducted, ESP instructors may employ 
task-based approach to save time in the classroom. Task-based approach can 
be used for most skills. Instructors may integrate two skills at a time, for 
example reading and speaking. As for speaking skill using Task-based 
approach, the instructor can have the learners conduct an interview with a 
doctor or to have a role-play with the classmates. So, everyone in the 
classroom can try speaking at once which does not waste much time. As for 
reading, instructors can assign the learners to read certain texts and give them 
group tasks in which they do some kind of game-questions related to the text. 
Time restriction can also be solved by using blended-learning. In blended-
learning, instructors may have face-to-face classes and online-classes which 







CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS 
 
A. Conclusion 
ESP is very much required to aid learners in competing and surviving not 
only for their current study but also for their future career. However, teaching ESP 
to higher level learners is quite difficult due to the emergence of inevitable 
problems from the three factors, namely: (1) factors from the learners‟ side, (2) 
factors from the instructors‟ side, and (3) factors coming from the facility. There 
are six problems which emerge from the learners‟ factors. They are mostly related 
to the learners‟ lack of English proficiency and low motivation to learn English. 
As for problems occurring from the instructors‟ factors are mostly related to the 
teaching method and how to teach ESP in the classroom. Meanwhile, the 
problems in the facility factor are related to the things which are not possible for 
both the instructors and learners to change, such as the lack of good qualified 
books, overcrowded classes, and time restriction. Therefore, there are solutions 
for each problem from the three factors to be made as the principles in teaching 
ESP classes. These principles should be followed by both ESP instructors and the 
educational instances. 
B. Suggestions 
Based on the conceptual paper, several suggestions can be generated, 
namely: 
1. Institution should allow some changes in the curriculum or course 
regulations in order to have quality instructional process of ESP. 
2. ESP Lecturers should team-up with other lecturers of non-English courses 
in order to get better and more contextual material to teach the ESP to the 
students. 
3. Institution should differentiate the curriculum for ESP and the curriculum 
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